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Nahuatl is the language of the
Aztecs, and other Central Mexican
peoples. At the time of the Spanish
conquest it was easily one of the most
widely spoken native languages of the
Americas, with a geographical extent
from what is now the northern
reaches of Mexico to the southern
border of Nicaragua. It continues to
be widely spoken in Mexico and ranks
as the most common native language
in that country, with approximately a
million speakers. It is part of a larger
language family called the UtoAztecan family that includes North
American Indian languages such as
Shoshone and Ute, spoken as far north
as Montana.
With the conquest of the Nahua by
the Spanish, the two languages began
to exchange words. James Lockhart
has admirably documented the addition of Spanish words into Nahuatl in
his impressive study Nahuas After
the Conquest. At the same time that
the Nahua added Spanish loan words
into their language, the Spanish began
to acquire Nahuatl words. Through
the Spanish, even English has come to
benefit from the addition of Nahuatl
words. When I teach Nahuatl, I
assure my students that they already

A Note on Pronunciation of Nahuatl
Since sixteenth-century Spanish friars first put
Nahuatl into Latin characters, the way we write
Nahuatl reflects sixteenth-century Spanish
phonetics. Consequently all of the vowels have
the same sound value as Spanish. There are two
vowel lengths in Nahuatl, which refer to the
length of time the vowel is voiced. The short
vowel is more common. The long vowel is
marked in modem orthography with the use of
the macron (1. The consonants are also pronounced as in Spanish, with the exception of
the -x- that has the sound value of -sh-. The
stress on Nahuatl words is always on the nextto-last syllable. In addition to the consonants
found in Spanish Nahuatl has three additional
ones. Fortunately of these three, English has
two: the -k- sound and the -w-. Writing these
sounds in Spanish forced the friars to use a
digraph (two letters to represent one sound).
The -k- sound was normally represented by -cwhen before -a- or -o-, but with -qu- when
before -e- or -i-. To represent the -w- the friars
used -hu-. When the -w- came at the end of a
word, or in syllable-final position without a
vowel in the next syllable, it was written -uh-.
The Nahua also used the combination of -k- and
-w-: -kw-. The final consonant, absent in both
Spanish and Nahuatl, is the glottal stop. The
friars were at a loss to understand the presence of
this consonant, much the less represent it using
Latin characters. Eventually a system arose
whereby it was represented using the -h-, since
the only noticeable feature of the consonant was
the release of air following it. Sources from the
sixteenth century are not regular in their use of
the -h- as the glottal stop, and only a few
sources from the seventeenth century do.
Modem scholars have adopted it, Jiowever.
Lastly, there are afew digraphs SU.f~ as -ch-,
-tz-, and -ti-. The ubiquitous -ti-, which I will
explain in a bit, is pronounced like the -ti- in
"Atlantic," not the -ti-, in "bottle." The double
-1- consists of iwo voiced -l's- not the -11- of
Spanish.

I
I

know at least five, and possibly six,
Nahuatl words. These are: avocado,
chili, chocolate (and cacao), coyote,
guacamole, and tomato. Some folks
who have taken biology courses and
had the opportunity to dissect a mudpuppy, know another Nahuatl word,
axolotl, a non-metamorphosed amphibian. Some folks who are interested
in ancient warfare will also know of
the native throwing stick or atlatl.
But these are rather rare individuals.

AYocado

Avocado came to
English from the
Mexican Spanish
version of "ahuacate." That is a
more or less accurate rendering of
the Nahuatl word
ahuacatl.

Avocado came to English from the Mexican Spanish
version of the word "ahuacate." That is a more or less
accurate rendering of the Nahuatl word ahuacatl. As
you have no doubt already noticed, several Nahuatl
words have the distinctive -ti- ending. This is what
linguists call the singular absolutive ending. When a
noun exists as an absulute tenn, not possessed nor
serving any specific function in a sentence, it appears
in the singular absolutive fonn. In Nahuatl the most
common ending is the -ti but there are also the -tli,
and the -Ii. The presence of each of these is dependent
upon a rule in Nahuatl. When the ending (-ti, -tli, -Ii)
is stripped off, what remains is the stem, which is the
most important particle in Nahuatl. Those stems
which end in a vowel, take the -ti ending; those which
end in a consonant, other than -1- take the -tli ending;
while those stems which end in -1- take the -Ii.
Consequently, the stem for ahuacatl is simply
ahuaca-, a stem ending in a vowel, thus taking the -ti
ending.

Guacamole
Another of the six common words is closely related
to avocado, namely guacamole. In English the two do
not seem to be closely related, but in Nahuatl the relationship is clear. Ahuacatl is clearly the main ingredient in ahuacamolli. Nahuatl is a poly-synthetic
language, in that it uses stems, with prefixes and suffixes to modify the meaning of the stem. In this case
we have a compound word made up of ahuacatl and
molli. Molli is also a noun, the singular absolutive
fonn of which is mol- [since it ends in the consonant
-I it takes the -Ii ending]. Molli is a wonderful example of the flexibility of Nahuatl. As a noun the stem
conveys the meaning of a sauce or a gravy. In fact
one of the most famous Mexican dishes of all is
"Mole poblano," a spicy chocolate sauce served over
turkey or chicken. But the stem mol- becomes the
transitive verb mola that means to grind up or to grind
something. This stem also appears in another famous
compound word in Mexico, namely "molcajete," a
mortar used for grinding spices. "Molcajete" comes
from the Nahuatl molcaxitl or grinding bowl, made up
of two stems: mol- that we have already seen, and
caxitl a cup or bowl.

Chili
The next of the common six is chili, a common
enough word in English. The Nahuatl word is nearly
the same, sporting a double -1-, chilli. As seen above,
the stem must be chil- taking the -Ii singular
absolutive. The stem chil- serves in many compounds
in Nahuatl to convey the meaning of red. For
example, the word that functions something like an
adjective in Nahuatl meaning red is chiltic. The
Nahuatl word for the bird we call cardinal is simply a
chiltototl, red bird. Not trying to get too far afield,
but some of the words fonned using tototl are both
highly descriptive and amusing. One of my favorites
is totoltetl, which literally means "bird stone," from
tototl and tetl the word for stone. Its real meaning,
however, is "egg."

Totoltetl means "bird
stone," from tototl and
tetl the word for stone.
Its real meaning, however, is "egg."
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